John 20:19-31
19 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’20After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.21Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’22When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.23If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’

Jesus and Thomas

24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin*), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came.25So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’

26 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’27Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.’28Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’29Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’

The Purpose of This Book

30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.31But these are written so that you may come to believe* that Jesus is the Messiah,* the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name. 

Owning Our Faith
As I look around the church, I see evidence of past lives, plaques on the walls, on the pews, even names etched in the offering plates, names of past members who have left us a legacy, who have provided for us, even though they never knew us, and we no longer know them. And you look far enough into the past, beyond Bethel Church, beyond Methodism, beyond Protestantism, you get all the way back to the upper room where these frightened disciples gathered behind closed doors, wondering what their future held. There were no stained glass windows in that room, no fine altar or lecterns, no illuminated crosses; just the harsh memory of a cross and the master that was no longer around to lead them. It must have been agonizing on those days immediately following the crucifixion of Jesus. And even after Jesus appears to them, the doors of that room remained locked “for fear of the Jews,” who were actually more in fear of the Romans and what they would do if they caught the slightest whiff of resistance. Jesus had risen, but the fear remained. It would not be until Pentecost that the disciples would leave the safety of that room and boldly declare Christ’s lordship. 
We say that all things happen for a reason. Conversely, things don’t happen for a reason. Jesus appeared before all but one of his disciples on that Easter evening when he entered that upper room. Thomas was not with them when Jesus appeared, yet sometime later that evening he must have returned, and the disciples told him that they had seen Jesus. Why didn’t Jesus just wait for Thomas to join the others that night before making his appearance? And why did he not appear to them again for a week? Was Jesus playing a game, some kind of a trick on Thomas? Was he just testing Thomas? Hey guys, I want you to tell Thomas you’ve seen me. Let’s see what he does. Let’s see what he says. Was Jesus just playing a game of hide-and-seek? Absolutely not! The point of Jesus not appearing before Thomas gave the rest of the disciples a clear mission, a mission that continues to be the primary purpose of the church today, which is to witness to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
So often we focus on Thomas when we read this passage from John. We disparage Thomas as “the Doubter,” the one who lacked faith, who wouldn’t believe unless he saw and touched Jesus. Yet Thomas is no different from any of us. We all go through our Thomas phase, don’t we? If we grow up in the church, our faith journey begins experientially; we sing “Jesus Loves Me,” we learn to put our hands together and close our eyes when we pray, and we experience faith this way. Later, our faith becomes more affiliative as we realize that we are part of a larger community who sing and pray and fellowship. But then comes the time when we start asking hard questions: Did Noah take two of every creature into the ark? Why is this story of Jesus told differently in different Gospels? Did God really create the world in six days? (and these are some of the easy questions!). We all go through a time of searching, a time when we express doubt over what we have heard or read. This phase usually occurs during adolescence, and it is why teenagers are so prone to leave the church and lose faith and join cults. But let’s be honest: we all struggle or have struggled with those questions. And this is what Thomas is experiencing in today’s Gospel lesson. Is Jesus really alive? Did he really rise from the dead? Should I believe what these people are telling me? Eventually, however, the seeker comes to embrace the faith, to own his/her faith realizing that faith is not contingent upon fact lest it no longer be faith. 
For all their failures, for all their fears and apprehension, the disciples deserve credit for two things – and here I think are the most important lessons we can take home today from this story – First, the disciples witnessed to Thomas. They proclaimed the Resurrected Christ; they gave testimony to a non-believer.  And it was persistent testimony – the Greek verb legō is in the imperfect tense, meaning the disciples kept telling Thomas that they had seen the Risen Christ. In the church today and every day there are people who are just like Thomas, questioning their faith, questioning if they really believe what the person next to them seems to believe, and we who believe are called by Christ to testify to the Resurrection – that is the primary mission of the Church. Amidst all the various ministries – the music team, the fundraising festivals, the Movie Nights, the parties – we must always remember that we are called to lead others to the Risen Christ. 

Second, despite a disbelief that might have continued indefinitely had Jesus not shown up a week later, the disciples welcomed Thomas as one of them. Even though their words did not seem to persuade Thomas that Jesus was alive, the disciples embraced Thomas as a brother. He was not expelled because he lacked faith but dwelled with them until he did believe, until he met the Resurrected Christ for himself. Believers are called to be patient, to realize that their words and witnessing may not bring a doubter to belief. We need to have the same patience as God has with us, trusting that someday, somehow Christ will appear to the unbeliever. We need not be in a hurry to make them believe – indeed we cannot make them believe; that is the job of the Holy Spirit. All we must do is faithfully and patiently witness. 
And we witness by our actions as well as our words. What leads a person to church is a searching faith, but what keeps a seeker in church is an atmosphere of love and acceptance which occurs when one is surrounded by those in whom the Holy Spirit abides. The unbeliever may come to faith by seeing the Resurrected Christ in us! 
So this week I ask you to ask yourself first where you are in your faith. Are you still searching? What is keeping you from believing, and how is the church helping you in your endeavor? If you are a believer, are you witnessing the Resurrected Christ in all that you do, all that you say, all that you think? Can others see the risen Christ in you? As a church, we are the body of Christ? Are we serving our Lord in our relationships with those who don’t believe? Wherever you stand on your faith journey, I pray that you would know the risen Christ, that you would own your faith, and, like Thomas, you would  be able to declare, “My Lord and my God!”
